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A note on the cover picture 

In this C14th Byzantine icon the artist has depicted Christ 
with uneven eyes.  The right eye (left for the viewer) is 
divine: impassive, unchanging, looking into the middle 
distance. The left eye is human: tired, preoccupied and 
conscious of its mortality.  

This was the artist's way of representing the dual nature of 
Christ, who was, as the doctrine has it, wholly God and at 
the same time wholly human.   It  reflected the resolution of 
centuries of dispute in the early Church about whether 
Christ had one nature or two. 

Nowadays we would tend not to talk about Christ having 
two 'natures', as though he were a physical specimen, but of 
two ways of conceptualising Christ, (a) as the historical 
Jesus and (b) as the Second Person of the Trinity.   

In every generation, theologians have to work with the 
linguistic tools at their disposal.  But that represents a 
fundamental shift in the way of expressing the issue, and 
there are other similar shifts we may have to make to re-
express Christian doctrine in contemporary terms.  It may 
be legitimate, even necessary, to make such moves, but what 
are its implications? 

The challenge is to switch from the use of 'realistic' language 
when talking about God to a discourse which recognises 
that language, or the way we conceptualise, is of the 
essence.  But can we move to a linguistic theology without 
throwing out the baby with the bathwater? 
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Preface 
 
òTo be imperfect as knowledge is of the essence of faithó 

(Aquinas) 
 
This is a short course of study for people who are interested 
in Christianity, either as newcomers puzzled by religion or 
as existing believers.  For the latter the aim would be a sort 
of spring cleaning of their faith, clearing away some of the 
cobwebs and throwing out the bric-a-brac.  It is meant to be 
delivered in ten sessions under a tutor, with a very small 
amount of required reading (all from the Bible) and some 
questions for discussion at the end of each session.   
 
The course is called ôThe Omega Courseõ to contrast it with 
the famous and highly successful Alpha Course.  The 
Omega Course has a different, more radical take on 
theology.  It is, in the words of Star Trek, a Bible-based 
course, but not as you know it.  Some students may find it 
uncomfortable at times, but the aim is to present a view of 
Christianity which honestly reflects current perspectives on 
the Bible and on the philosophy of religion.  For those who 
cannot resist turning to the last page of a novel first, there is 
a summary of the main points at the start of the final 
session. 
 
Many readers will feel that the treatment is superficial, and 
they will be right.  It is no more than an introduction.  The 
aim is to start people off on a broad basis of understanding.  
If we can put the bare bones in the right places, then 
hopefully the flesh will grow upon them. 
 
Kit Chivers                                              Donaghadee, 2008 
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Preface to the Second Edition 
 

This revision contains a few additions designed to give a 
more rounded and nuanced appreciation of Christianity. A 
few words have been changed to minimise the danger of 
inadvertently giving offence to any reader, and some new 
comparative references to Islam have been included.  As 
ever, there are bound to be errors in what I have written, 
and I would always be grateful to receive corrections or 
suggestions for clarification. 
 
Kit Chivers                Donaghadee, 2017 
 

 

 
 

Kursk root icon of the Mother of God 

of the sign (Russian, C13th) 
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1. What sort of thing is God? 
 
 
Required reading:  The parables of the Kingdom  
 

Matthew 13: 24-50  The wheat and the tares, the 
mustard seed, the leaven, the 
hidden treasure, the pearl of 
great price, the net of fish 

Matthew 18: 1-4  Who is the greatest? 
Matthew 20: 1-16  The labourers in the 

vineyard 
Matthew 22: 1-14  The wedding feast 
Matthew 25: 1-30  The wise and foolish virgins, 

and the talents 
 
Many people nowadays have difficulty in taking 
religion seriously.  They think of it as childish 
superstition and regard people who believe in God as 
foolish.  They put God in the same category as ghosts 
and Santa Claus, which people should not believe in 
once they are grown up. 
 
The Church is not going to speak to these people 
unless it can shake off its traditional ways of expressing 
itself and find a language which is attuned to the 
modern, rational and sceptical ear. Otherwise we 
should not be surprised if our congregations comprise 
only children and the elderly. 
 
Our concept of God has moved on over the centuries.  
Earlier generations thought of God superstitiously, as a 
lucky charm that could get them out of difficult 
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situations.  When things went wrong for them, they 
thought they must have displeased God and needed to 
do something to get back in his favour. Primitive 
peoples saw spirits and demons everywhere.  They 
thought the gods must be angry when it thundered or 
when there was a drought and the crops failed. 
 
Back in the early days of the Bible the ancient Hebrews 
used to see God like this.  And when we start to teach 
children about God we, in a way, parallel the historical 
development of peopleõs understanding of God.  We 
often start with what are essentially nursery stories: the 
ancient myths like Adam and Eve and Noahõs Ark.  
We teach about God as though he were a person 
subject to human emotions who gives benefits when 
he is pleased and punishes us when he is cross. 
 
But even in Old Testament times, as early as 700 BC, 
prophets were beginning to realise that superstition 
was an inadequate way of looking at God.  God was 
bigger than that.  He was not interested in religion, if 
all that meant was rituals and sacrifices.  He was 
interested in whether people behaved ethically ð the 
key Hebrew term is tsedaqah or ôrighteousnessõ - 
whether they were kind and acted justly towards one 
another, and whether they had a realistic sense of their 
own shortcomings.  He was a God of ôrighteousnessõ 
in the sense of being a just, not an arbitrary, God. 
 
Jesus carried the thinking about God to a new level. 
We shall look more closely later at Jesusõ mind set (so 
far as we can understand it).  The point to note here is 
that Jesus always talked about ôthe Kingdomõ or ôreignõ 
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of God in metaphorical language.   It says in Matthew, 
ôHe taught nothing that was not in parablesõ; or, as we 
would say nowadays, metaphors. 
 
He said the Kingdom of Heaven was like yeast, or a 
small seed, or someone who sold everything to 
purchase one thing of great value, and so on. This is 
highly figurative language, and as with so much in 
Hebrew and Aramaic, we literalise any of it at our peril.  
We are often too literal-minded nowadays.  
 
The idea of God transcends any literal description.  
The great thinkers have always searched around for 
ways to capture aspects of it, like the 99 names of 
Allah revered by the Moslems.   
 
St John uses an extravagant range of metaphors.  In his 
gospel Jesus is identified with ôthe Wordõ, or as we 
might say, the intelligence behind the universe.  He is 
described as the ôlight of the worldõ, ôthe bread of lifeõ, 
ôthe way, the truth and the lifeõ.  Later, in one of his 
letters, we read that ôGod is loveõ.  These are visionary 
images: there is no attempt to reduce God to the status 
of a substantive being.  
 
God is not a ôthingõ that we can describe or classify 
alongside other entities.  òNo man has ever seen or can 
see Godó, says Timothy. He does not exist in the same 
way that tables and chairs exist.  But that does not 
mean that he does not exist: there are lots of ways of 
existing other than existing physically.  And that is 
what we now need to explore. 
 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

9 
 

For instance, numbers exist eternally and immutably, 
regardless of what you call them or how you write 
them.  Language exists, as distinct from people who 
speak the language or books written in the language.  
Measles exists, as distinct from the virus that causes the 
disease or the symptoms which enable us to identify it.  
Physical forces exist (if not quite like Newton 
imagined), as distinct from the particles that transmit 
them.  Market forces exist, too:  they cause prices to 
rise and fall and factories to close, but nobody can ever 
see a ômarket forceõ. 
 
God exists very really and very powerfully, without 
being part of any physical reality.  In theological terms, 
He could not have a physical existence (not even a 
ghostly one) because, if He did, He would be part of 
His own creation.  If there were a spirit world, or a 
parallel universe of some kind, He could still not be 
part of it.  Metaphysics in that sense does not help to 
solve the problem.  He has to be something completely 
different, in a category of His own.   
 
Lots of people over the ages have produced arguments 
for the existence of God.  They are all worthless.  We 
shall look in the next session at the argument from 
design: the argument that because the world is a 
beautifully, intricately made thing it must have an 
intelligent creator.  Sadly, it is not valid; and all the 
other arguments are based on logical fallacies of one 
sort or another.   
 
Most of them come out of Greek philosophy, where 
Plato famously had the idea that every quality 
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represented a reflection of an ideal reality.  So a dog 
was a dog because it partook of the nature of true or 
perfect dogginess, and a just action was just because it 
partook of (or was a rough reflection of) perfect 
justice.  It is easy to see that that line of thinking 
quickly leads you to conclude that there must be 
something which is perfect goodness, which must be 
God. 
 
Moreover, if something is going to be perfect, it must 
be eternal and unchanging.  It must be more real than 
anything else, in fact the source of all reality.  Because 
God is the most real thing, then by definition He must 
exist (itõs called the ontological argument).  St Anselm 
ended up concluding that God must be ôwhatever is 
the greatest thing imaginableõ in all respects.  This line 
of thinking, where you think what God must be like in 
order to qualify as being God, is called natural 
theology.   
 
Natural theology cannot help with the problem of 
existence.  The fallacy depends on a misunderstanding 
of the way language works. Existence is not, as 
Bertrand Russell pointed out, something that you can 
say about something, because if you are going to say it 
about something, that already presumes that the thing 
exists, so ôX existsõ is a non-statement.   
 
In any case philosophers tend not to believe in any sort 
of absolute reality nowadays.  They tend to think that 
people create their own reality through the language 
they use to conceptualise things, just as ôthe Wordõ was 
the medium of Creation in John 1. 
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A modern version of the ontological argument would 
be to say that something exists if a meaningful 
sentence can be constructed using the word for it 
(since if it did not exist, the sentence would be 
meaningless); and since Christians clearly say 
meaningful things to each other using the word ôGodõ, 
in that sense at least God must exist.  But you would 
be right in thinking that would be a slightly odd proof 
ð though it may be the best we can do. 
 
In any case, Jesus never went in for natural theology.  
As we shall see, he was surprisingly untouched by 
Greek thought, at a time when it was almost universal 
among educated people.  Like us, he had two sources 
for his understanding of God:  the testimony of 
scripture and his own personal experience. 
 
Unfortunately, neither of those proves the existence of 
God either.  The people who wrote scripture could 
have been wrong, thinking that they detected the hand 
of God in human affairs when actually there were none 
but natural causes at work.  And oneõs personal 
experiences of God, while they may be convincing 
enough for the individual, are not sufficient to 
convince others who have not had similar experiences. 
 
People are subject to all sorts of experiences as a result 
of the complexities of their psychology.  They 
sometimes have overwhelming feelings of guilt, or 
sense the presence of those they have loved and lost, 
even to the extent of hearing voices and seeing visions.  
All these things happen and the way they are 
experienced can be configured by the religious 
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language and concepts with which we are familiar.  
They do not prove the existence of anything. 
 
And, in any case, the sort of existence which they 
might prove is, as we started off by saying, probably 
the wrong sort of existence.  We are not looking for an 
effective cause, because that would have to be part of 
the physical world.  God is something completely 
ôotherõ, so ôotherõ that we can only describe Him in 
metaphors and stories and even to talk about Him 
ôexistingõ is liable to be misleading.  But as we shall see, 
that is not a reason for not believing in Him.   
 
Quite the contrary. 
 
 

 

Questions for discussion (Session 1) 
 
How much superstition do you think there still is in 
our religion? 
 
What things can you think of that exist in other than 
physical ways?  (N.B. ghosts do not count.) 
 
Would it be a good thing or a bad thing if we could 
prove the existence of God? 
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2. What is Christianity made of? 
 

Required reading:  Three different sorts of Christianity: 
 
Matthew 13 

   Romans 3 
   John 10 
 
It may be difficult for many traditional Christians to 
stomach, but Christianity as we know it did not spring 
fully formed from the lips of Jesus.  It started with the 
teachings of Jesus, but was then constructed from a 
series of successive interpretations of Jesus which built 
on one another.  Because those interpretations did not 
replace their predecessors, and yet differed from them, 
they needed to be reconciled; and that process of 
reconciliation is what a great deal of Christian theology 
is about. 
 
The origins of Christianity remain tantalisingly obscure. 
The historical Jesus was a Jewish apocalyptic prophet 
and healer, born in a poor district of northern Israel 
around 4 BC, who preached that the end of the age 
was imminent - òThe kingdom of God is at handó - 
and that people needed to repent of their sins, get their 
priorities right, understand what is really important in 
life and what isnõt, and relate as they should to God 
and to other people. He was executed by the Roman 
procurator of Palestine in about 30 AD. 
 
Following his death, it seems that the first ôchurchõ 
brought together his disciples under the leadership of 
Peter and then of James, the brother of Jesus, who had 
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not been one of his original disciples.  The members of 
that group believed that Jesus was the Messiah, or 
ôanointed of Godõ; that had been resurrected from the 
dead; and that he would come again at the end of the 
age (which was not far off): but it would never have 
occurred to them to regard him as divine.  They were 
Jews, after all, and the idea would have flown in the 
face of the First Commandment.  
  
Their church, with its comparatively ôlowõ view of Jesus 
(or ôlow Christologyõ), carried on for a while after 
Jerusalem had been sacked in 70 AD, and its spirit 
persisted in a style of Christianity which lasted for 
several centuries in Syria and Armenia. The first proto-
gospel ð but none of the gospels as we have them 
today ð was probably written from that perspective.  
 
The next constituent was the letters of St Paul.  Paul 
never met Jesus in the flesh and shows little evidence 
of knowing much about his teaching ð he did not have 
the benefit of reading any of the gospels, which had 
not yet been written. He independently became 
convinced (following his proverbial ôroad to Damascus 
experienceõ) that Jesus was the Messiah promised in 
the Old Testament and that he had been raised from 
the dead.  But he went further by introducing the idea 
that Jesusõ death on the cross was a redemptive 
sacrifice with the purpose of reconciling man to God. 
 
Paul was not so much interested in Jesus the man as in 
his eternal significance as a sign of Godõs grace and 
forgiveness.  For him, Jesus was not just an ephemeral 
man but the personification of something that existed 
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outside of time. Paul developed the idea that we 
cannot earn our own salvation by good works but are 
entirely dependent on grace, which is the free gift of 
God.  By faith we become assimilated into the body of 
Christ, so that we are saved by association with him. 
 
Whereas the focus of the Jerusalem church had been 
(practically exclusively, despite the attempts of later 
Gospel writers to suggest otherwise) a mission to the 
Jewish people of Palestine, Paul, who fell out with the 
Jerusalem church, was forced to evangelise outside 
Palestine, where he started with the Jewish 
communities of the diaspora but then progressively 
expanded his appeal to the non-Jewish population in 
those places.   
 
That led him to revise the theoretical basis of 
Christianity, making it a universal religion, casting off 
Jewish religious practices and observance of the Jewish 
Law and putting it in a position where, when Judaism 
was wiped out in Palestine following the sack of 
Jerusalem in 70 AD, it could become a wholly Gentile 
religion, in opposition to Judaism. 
 
Then came John, or not so much John in person, but 
the school of John at Ephesus, where, building on 
Paulõs thinking, they developed the idea of Jesusõs 
actual divinity, so that he was for the first time 
identified as God incarnate.  Paul, as a Jew, had always 
stopped short of identifying Jesus with God. He 
finessed the issue by referring to Jesus as ôLordõ, which 
could be a title for God but was not necessarily so.   
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Written towards the end of the First Century, the 
Fourth Gospel was no longer restrained by the Jewish 
reluctance to identify Jesus with God. In fact, it came 
close to losing touch with the essential humanity of the 
man Jesus, though it just managed to stay the right side 
of that line.  Paul had used the word ôfaithõ to describe 
the attitude we should have toward God ð it is a good 
Old Testament concept, denoting trust and 
faithfulness. However, because the same word in 
Greek can also mean belief in the sense of ôbelieving 
that X is Yõ, John was able to elevate the status of 
belief - namely belief in the divinity of Christ - to being 
the main, if not the sole, criterion for being saved.   
 
Hence the importance of the creeds that were crafted 
in the following centuries:  if you believed a prescribed 
set of statements about Christ, you could be saved; if 
not, you were out of the church.  The Christian church 
is still constrained by that emphasis on believing a large 
number of propositions (some of them a bit flaky, if 
we are honest) to be true. 
 
By the end of the First Century, the church had all 
these different views to juggle, and over the next 
couple of centuries it created a theological framework -
the doctrine of the Trinity, and its associated creeds - 
within which they could more or less be reconciled.   
 
The four gospels that were accepted as canonical all 
managed to be fitted within that framework, though it 
was sometimes a bit of a squeeze, and not without 
controversy.  They were edited in a fairly procrustean 
fashion and adapted to form, with Lukeõs Acts, Paulõs 
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letters and one or two other bits and pieces, a set of 
scriptures which would serve the purposes of the 
Church as a permanent, popular institution; which they 
did astonishingly well for almost 1800 years before 
they started to be questioned. 
 
Greco-Roman mythology had a tradition of blurring 
the lines between the human and the divine.  Children 
of a god and an earthly mother might be demi-gods, 
like Hercules or Perseus, with magical powers.  So the 
gospels, as they migrated from the Jewish to the 
Greco-Roman world, increased the emphasis on the 
magical powers of Jesus and two of them added birth 
narratives (unfortunately, inconsistent ones) to make 
clear his divine origin.  The gospels were also over-
written by bishops keen to make out that Jesus had 
always planned to set up a worldwide church, and to 
vest authority over it in themselves. 
 
The New Testament is fairly restrained in its references 
to heaven and hell ð they are there, but only sketchily ð 
and it was not until the Middle Ages that scholars, 
emulating the detail developed in Islamic scripture, 
majored on the afterlife.  The earlier thinking had been 
more around believers being spared when the 
imminent Day of Judgment arrived and unbelievers 
being destroyed.  That was what it meant to be ôsavedõ.  
The Middle Ages saw the practical advantage of 
stressing the joys of heaven and the pains of hell and 
making it clear that giving money to the church was a 
worthwhile insurance policy. 
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So, when we talk about Christianity, without in any 
way detracting from the brilliance and revolutionary 
value of Jesusõ teaching, we need to bear in mind that 
the end product was constructed by reconciling a range 
of different perspectives and evolving a religion that 
would work ð that would be viable and popular, and 
would sustain an institutional church.   
 
We should bear in mind too that there were countless 
alternative perspectives that were discarded in this 
process, some of them not without merit, in principle, 
but branded as heresies as a result of the playing out of 
essentially political conflicts between rival bishops. 
 
In the Middle Ages the so-called ôSchoolmenõ, or 
academic monks, sought to reconcile Christianity with 
the philosophies of Plato and, more particularly, 
Aristotle, and we saw the development of Natural 
Theology, and the idea of being able to prove the 
existence of God, to which we referred in the first 
session.  
 
Christianity and Islam 
 
At the same time, just when the West was learning so 
much from the Islamic civilization of Spain, the 
Church, for entirely cynical, political motives, 
instigated the crusades to recover the Holy Land from 
Moslem rule.  The crusades are not, however, the 
reason there is enmity toward Christianity in many 
parts of the Moslem world today.  That owes more to 
the history of colonialism and the interventions the 
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West has made more recently to protect its economic 
interests in the Middle East. 
 
Theology is a part of the problem, but only a small 
part.  For many centuries Islam was a tolerant religion: 
Jews lived happily in Moslem Spain at a time when 
they were persecuted to death in much of Europe. 
Islam basically has the same problem with Christianity 
that Judaism has, namely that it appears to Moslems to 
offend against the First Commandment, that there is 
only one God.   
 
Moslems believe that Christians worship three Gods, 
and the Qurõan condemns us as ôpolytheistsõ. They are 
appalled at the idea that God should be thought to 
have a son. They cannot accept the concept of the 
Trinity: that there is just one God in three persons.  
One can understand their difficulty! 
 
But there is more to Christianity than a creed, and even 
than an ethic.  Because, in the West, Christianity has 
been the dominant religion for nearly two millennia, 
Western culture is inescapably Christian. The churchõs 
influence on art, music, architecture and much of our 
literature has been profound, and that art, music, etc. 
have in turn become part of our concept of 
Christianity.  That has led the West at times to equate 
Christianity with civilization itself, as though to be 
non-Christian was to be uncivilized.  That is a 
dangerous mistake to make, as we are learning. 
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Conclusion 
 
In short, Christianity is not just a faith: it is what we 
might call a ôcultural bundleõ, comprising religious 
beliefs, ethical values, church attendance, ritual and 
sacraments (weddings, funerals, christenings and 
coronations), church music and much more ð rather 
like ôIrishnessõ comprises Irish nationality, Irish 
language, distinctive Irish music and dance, Gaelic 
football, Guinness and, traditionally, Roman 
Catholicism.  Islam has its own comprehensive cultural 
bundle, too.  It is a mistake to reduce either of them to 
the single dimension of ôbeliefsõ. 
 
 

Questions for discussion (Session 2) 
 
Should we be trying to get back to the original 
teachings of Jesus and discard all the later accretions, 
or should we be proud of the way Christianity is not 
fixed, but continues to develop? 
 
Is it important to continue to believe in the creeds, or 
can we set them aside and say that Christianity is about 
more than ôbelieving six impossible things before 
breakfastõ (to quote the White Queen in Alice through the 
Looking Glass)? 
 
What should we be saying to the Islamic world about 
Christianity? 
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3.  Science and religion 
 
Required reading:  The creation myths (Genesis 1 and 2, 

Proverbs 8 and John 1:1-14) 
 
This session is devoted to the argument around 
Darwinism and the opposing doctrine of Creationism. 
There are two reasons for giving this topic such a high 
priority in the series.  Firstly, the argument from 
design, as it is known, is one of the most popular 
arguments for the existence of God.  Secondly, the 
critics of that argument, the Darwinians or exponents 
of evolution, have used their refutation of it as a 
springboard for attacking religion in general. 
  
Among current Darwinians, Richard Dawkins has 
achieved particular prominence as a brilliant writer, in 
terms accessible to the layman, on how the processes 
of evolution have actually worked; and equal notoriety 
as a militant atheist. 
 
The argument from design was formulated by thinkers 
of the Enlightenment of the 18th Century, who were 
impressed by the rapid advances in the understanding 
of astronomy at that time.  Newtonõs calculations 
showing the perfect mathematical consistency of the 
orbits of the planets, each of which, even if their orbits 
are elliptical, sweep out equal areas of space in equal 
times, led to people thinking of the whole created 
universe as a beautiful and intricate piece of machinery. 
 
And so the argument ran: òIf you were walking 
through the countryside and you came upon a watch 
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lying by the side of the path, could you avoid the 
conclusion that there must be a watchmaker 
somewhere in the world?ó  Just as that beautiful little 
machine, with all its interconnecting cogwheels, could 
not have come together by accident, no more could the 
universe have come together without an intelligent 
designer. 
 
What was true of the planets was equally true of the 
creation on a smaller scale.  The more scientists learnt 
about biology and other natural sciences the more 
amazing was the complexity of the systems they 
discovered.  It seemed inconceivable that eyes and ears 
and all the systems of the human body could have 
come into existence without a master plan. 
 
Moreover, the Bible told us that God had indeed 
created people and all other living things ôin the 
beginningõ in period of only six days.  Darwinõs Origin 
of Species came as a huge blow to this world view.  By 
the time of Darwin, it had been established that the 
world was much older than the Biblical account would 
suggest.  The fossil record showed that there were 
hundreds of millions of years separating the arrival of 
the simplest life forms and the arrival of mankind. 
 
But then Darwin showed that this much longer time 
span allowed for a more elegant explanation of how 
different life forms had come into being.  He proposed 
that life had started at the simplest level and had 
evolved to higher life forms by a process of evolution 
and natural selection.  Random changes would occur 
within a species and those changes that were 
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advantageous would be validated because the 
individuals concerned would have an advantage when 
it came to reproduction, while those individuals 
without the changes would be eliminated.  That simple 
mechanism is all it takes to get from an amoeba to a 
human being. 
 
No sensible person nowadays doubts that Darwinõs 
explanation is fundamentally correct.  It is still 
technically a ôtheoryõ of evolution, but it is the best 
evidenced theory there is.  There are still Creationists 
in the Southern USA who hold to the Bible truth of 
Creation in six days, but it is not a tenable position.  
There remain aspects of evolution which are difficult 
to explain, which are seized on by the advocates of 
ôIntelligent designõ, but there is no reason to think of 
them as obstacles to the Darwinian theory:  the way to 
look at them is as puzzles which science has not yet 
solved, but will one day. 
 
So where does that leave the book of Genesis?  At the 
time it was written, about 500 BC, the creation story at 
the start of Genesis was an absolutely state of the art 
account of the way the world came into being and a 
huge advance on anything that had gone before.  It 
reflected the insights the Jews had learned from the 
Babylonians during their long period of exile in that 
country.  The basic idea that the universe was created 
out of formlessness and the stages by which the 
various orders of living things came into being are 
absolutely right.  The timing is obviously imaginary, 
but we should still regard Genesis 1 with great respect. 
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It's worth mentioning in passing that Genesis 2 is a 
much older myth ð a sort of ôJust soõ story, taught by 
Jewish mothers to their young children from time 
immemorial. Its inconsistency with chapter 1 is 
obvious. 
 
The important thing is that there is no conflict 
between evolution and Christianity, unless you insist 
on a very literal interpretation of the Bible.  All the 
mainstream Churches, including the Roman Catholic 
Church, now accept that it is perfectly possible to 
believe in God as Creator and to believe that the 
mechanism by which he achieved his purpose was 
evolution.  In other words, He set up the world right 
from the Big Bang (or Big Bounce) with the 
mechanisms in place that would lead to its developing 
in a certain way - or perhaps with infinite possibilities 
for the ways in which it would develop.   
 
Every time we make a scientific discovery we have to 
adjust our view of the world.  When Copernicus and 
Galileo realised that the Earth was not the centre of 
the universe, as everyone before them had thought, it 
caused a huge shock for the Church and Galileo was 
lucky to escape with his life; but faced with the 
evidence the Church had to get over it.  If we find 
intelligent life on other planets that could in theory 
raise questions about the uniqueness of the 
Incarnation, but we shall cross that bridge when we 
come to it.   
 
Basically we have to accept now that, so far as the 
natural world is concerned, science rules.  God is about 
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something altogether different, and He is not there to 
plug (temporary) gaps in our understanding by 
providing pseudo-explanations of natural phenomena. 
 
Another argument for the existence of God is what is 
called the ôanthropic principleõ.  Scientists have 
observed that the chances of the world being exactly as 
it is, with the right temperature, gravity and chemical 
composition to support intelligent life, are 
astronomically remote.  That leads them to think that 
there must have been a sort of Providence which 
arranged for everything to be just so.  We can go along 
with that if we like, but it could never amount to a 
proof of the existence of God. 
 
Some people think that, because the Bible was divinely 
inspired, it cannot be wrong about anything.  But the 
fact is that even the most recent bits of it were written 
nearly 1900 years ago, and some of it 1000 years earlier, 
and there are things that we know now that no-one 
knew in those days. 
 
No-one then knew that diseases were caused by micro-
organisms, or mental disorders by hormonal 
imbalances, or that genetics was a major factor in many 
kinds of illness.  No-one knew that the blood 
circulated round the body, nor did they have any idea 
of the true functions of the internal organs.  The most 
advanced medicine of the day explained disease in 
terms of an imbalance of the four ôhumoursõ, but the 
Bible-writers showed no awareness even of that theory. 
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Most importantly, they did not know where babies 
came from.  They thought that the child was 
genetically (as we would say) solely the product of the 
father, who simply planted his ôseedõ in the womb of 
the mother as though it were a seedbed.  That means 
that their understanding of a virgin birth was the 
opposite of ours.  For us, virgin birth happens 
sometimes in lower species such as frogs, lizards and 
some insects, but the product of a virgin birth is always 
female, because there is no X-chromosome present.  
For them, the child of a virgin birth had to be 100% 
divine. 
 
Far more things were seen as miraculous in Biblical 
times, and there was a much greater willingness to 
accept that things were done by divine or magical 
powers. There was a tradition of ôwonder-workersõ in 
the ancient Near East, which provided a convenient 
category into which Jesus could fall. We should not 
doubt that Jesus achieved extraordinary things in the 
course of his ministry, calming people and giving them 
back a sense of value and self-confidence which helped 
them to achieve remarkable recoveries.  But we would 
tend not to express it in terms of magic, as the gospel 
writers often did.  We would look for other ways of 
understanding what was going on. 
 
To sum up, therefore, we accept the scientific critique 
of religion.  We render unto Dawkins that which is 
Dawkinsõs.  We do not assert superstitious, pre-
scientific views over scientific views about the way 
things are.  But we reserve for God His proper 
position in relation to questions which do not relate to 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

27 
 

the material world, in particular questions about value 
and purpose, about love, justice and forgiveness, about 
which Dr Dawkins has very little to tell us. 
 

 

Questions for discussion (Session 3) 
 
Is it worth teaching intelligent design as an alternative 
theory to evolution? 
 
What is the most important thing we know now that 
the Bible writers did not know? 
 
We may not say nowadays that ôpeople have souls and 
animals donõtõ, but is there nevertheless a quantum 
difference between human beings and the rest of 
creation? 
 

 

 
 

Fra Angelico: The Annunciation 

Florence, c.1440 
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4.  The Old Testament and the authority of 
scripture 

 
Required reading:   Leviticus 18 to 20 
   1 Samuel  20:17, 2 Samuel 1:26 
   Matthew  5:17-48 
   Romans 1:26-27 
 
In this session we shall be a mite controversial by 
taking the ongoing debate about the place of gays and 
lesbians in the Church as a case study through which to 
explore the broader question of the authority of 
scripture and how we regard the Bible.  The Anglican 
Church, in particular, is racked by dissent about human 
sexuality, and many other churches have still to wake 
up to the dilemma it poses.   
 
The problem is that the Old Testament (OT) is 
absolutely clear that homosexual acts between men are 
an abomination, punishable by death. By the time we 
reach the New Testament (NT) acts between women 
are included too (Romans 1:26-27).  Although Jesus 
does not say anything specifically about homosexuality 
there can be no question but that as an orthodox Jew 
he would have endorsed the OT view.  St Paul 
included it among the various sorts of vice and 
immorality which were incompatible with Christian 
living.  And the Church, like society at large, would 
have agreed with that view unanimously up to the 
second half of the 20th Century. 
 
So how can some Christians now decide that 
homosexuality is all right really, and that they do not 
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mind even the clergy being openly gay?  We saw in the 
previous session that every now and then new 
scientific knowledge comes to hand which forces us to 
revise the Biblical view of things, e.g. the earth goes 
round the sun, not vice versa.  But in this case it looks 
as though they have simply changed their minds and 
decided it is not a problem.  Is that acceptable? 
 
The first thing to note is that in the Law of Moses, 
where homosexuality is banned, a whole lot of other 
prohibitions are also made which we nowadays 
disregard without a thought.   
 
Moses prohibited the eating of pork and shellfish, for 
instance, trimming your beard (shaving had not yet 
been invented) and wearing cloth made of a mixture of 
fibres.  Some of these rules were kept by the Jews and 
disregarded by Christians, some were disregarded by 
most Jews and are now only observed by the ultra-
orthodox, some have been disregarded by everyone.  
There is no threat to the unity of the Anglican 
Communion over the wearing of polyester cotton 
shirts. 
 
We have to look at what were the reasons for the rules 
and whether those reasons still apply.  It is important 
to bear in mind that these rules originated at a time 
when the Jewish people were still at an early stage of 
development.  They would have been a rather 
backward, nomadic people even by the standards of 
neighbouring Bronze Age civilisations.  These are rules 
for living in a rough desert environment in a context of 
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insecurity and low life expectancy, where the tribe was 
always struggling to keep up its numbers.   
 
Some of them would originally have been health and 
safety rules, some would have been rules designed to 
ensure the strength and viability of the tribe, others 
were designed to separate the tribe from others and 
preserve its distinct identity, and with it its distinct 
religion.   
 
The ban on homosexual activity had a number of 
threads which tie in with other themes in the legal 
code.  First, a religious reverence for semen, which (as 
we have seen in session 3) was regarded as containing 
complete miniature human embryos, the ôseedõ of 
future generations.  Secondly, homosexuality (along 
with any form of effeminacy such as trimming oneõs 
beard) was seen as subversive of the social order and 
liable to weaken the tribe.  Finally, and maybe most 
important, homosexual practices were associated with 
the religion of neighbouring Canaanite tribes.  In later 
years, at the end of the OT and in the Christian period, 
the acceptance of homosexuality was (like nudity and 
bathing) a crucial cultural separator between Jews and 
Christians on the one hand and Greeks and Romans 
on the other.   
 
In reality the Greco-Roman attitude to homosexuality 
was more nuanced than the Jewish and Christian 
commentators usually allowed, but the fact was that 
Palestine had been conquered by Alexander the Great 
in the 4th Century and then ruled by his successors, and 
the Jews deeply resented the way Greek culture, of 
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which exercising in the nude was a particularly 
offensive feature, had colonised their country.   
 
Be that as it may, on all those points secular society 
now takes a different view. 
 
But can we as Christians simply disregard the authority 
of the Bible like that?  The first answer is that, as we 
have seen, on many issues like shellfish and shaving we 
already do.  Secondly, Jesus himself was an arch-
revisionist.  He repeatedly said, òYou have heard that it 
was writtené  But I say unto youéó (Matthew 5:21, 
27, 31, 33, 38, 43 and 7:28-29).  We have to say, from 
time to time, well, that was what they thought back 
then, but it is not what we think nowadays.   
 
The same is true of our view of ethics and human 
rights.  The early history of the Jews contains appalling 
examples of savagery, trickery and bad faith, such as 
the massacre at Shechem (Genesis 34:13-24) and the 
slaying of King Agag by Samuel (1 Samuel 15:33), 
which were positively commended by the Bible writers.   
 
In the earliest period, the tribes were still practising 
human sacrifice, and it was common practice for 
firstborn male children to be killed as a sacrifice to 
promote the fertility of the tribe.  Later on, human 
sacrifice was replaced by animal sacrifice, a lamb slain 
in place of the child (as illustrated in the story of 
Abraham and Isaac, Genesis 23:9-14), and the 
continuing practice of child sacrifice by neighbouring 
tribes was condemned. 
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The Bible writers themselves knew that things had 
moved on since the early days of their history, though 
they tried their best to re-write the history to make it 
look consistent.  But there is all the time, for them and 
for us, a tension between the need to change and stay 
in touch with the world around and the desire to 
maintain traditional beliefs and a distinct religious 
identity.  St Paul urges us not to allow ourselves to 
become conformed to the world (Romans 12:2); but it 
was also Paul who took the revolutionary step of 
saying that the gospel was for all nations and that it 
was not necessary for Christians to follow the Jewish 
dietary rules or the practice of circumcision ð policy 
changes that would have dismayed the historical Jesus 
(Matthew 5: 17-20). 
 
The Early Church had a major debate about whether 
to regard the OT as scripture, because they were 
conscious of the difficulty of reconciling the ethics of 
the OT with those of the NT.  Some sects rejected the 
OT, and Manichees went so far as to claim that the 
God of the OT was a different God, and was in fact 
Satan.   
 
How do you reconcile a changing view of religion with 
the idea that God is eternal and unchanging?  The 
answer is obvious:  God is unchanging, but our 
understanding of Him is not.  The scriptures were 
written by many different hands over a period of a 
thousand years or more, and different insights were 
given to different generations. 
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One of the ways you can immediately identify a 
cheapskate theologian is that he will use quotations 
from different parts of the Bible, OT and NT, side by 
side indiscriminately.  They are all divinely inspired, he 
will claim, and therefore they must all be perfectly 
consistent and interchangeable.  A serious reader, on 
the other hand, will ask about each quotation: Who 
wrote it? When? In what historical context? For what 
purpose? What did they understand by it? And what 
does it mean to me? 
 
All true ethics has a rational basis: there are reasons 
why we avoid doing certain things, because they are 
not good for us as a society or for us as individuals in 
the long run.  But there are also some things that some 
of us just instinctively do not like:  like the instinctive 
revulsion that makes it hard to debate calmly the issues 
around abortion and a womanõs right to choose. 
Additional animus comes from the fact that, on many 
sexual issues, people repress their own inclinations and 
that repression makes them more strident critics of 
others.   
 
Jesus may have been traditionalist in doctrine, but he 
was very good about detaching himself from those 
sorts of hang-ups.  And Paul, who revered the Law, 
would nevertheless be the first to emphasise that the 
Law is always subordinate to the Spirit of grace, mercy 
and love.  
  
Moreover, we now know that homo-sexuality is 
determined either genetically or by the level of 
testosterone present in the womb (the jury is still out 
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on which), so it is not a moral choice which can be 
right or wrong.   That means that it is just one aspect 
of human diversity, like age, race and gender, which 
falls within the ambit of St Paulõs own anti-
discrimination legislation in Galatians Ch. 3: ô... neither 
Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor 
femaleõ. 
 
We may ask if anyone can think of any reason, apart 
from the scriptural prohibition, why gays and lesbians 
should not be accepted as clergy.  But for the 
hardliners that is like asking, òBut apart from that, Mrs 
Lincoln, how did you enjoy the play?ó   
 
 

 

Questions for discussion (Session 4) 
 
Does tradition count for something just because it is 
ancient, even if it has lost its original rationale? 
 
Is it possible to accept different interpretations of 
scripture at one and the same time within the same 
Church? 
 
How do you decide whether a doctrine is essential to 
the faith or whether it is optional or dispensable? 
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Icon for the feast day of the Syntaxis of the 

three Hierarchs (Basil the Great, John 

Chrysostom and Gregory the Theologian), 

Russian, C13th 
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Appendix:  Fundamentalism 
 

Christian fundamentalism has been around since 
ancient times, but the form of it with which we are 
concerned dates from the Reformation.   
 
Martin Luther found much to criticise in the Catholic 
Church of his day.  Many of the clergy were 
uneducated and their understanding of Christian 
doctrine left much to be desired.  In some quarters the 
Church had degenerated into little more than a 
protection racket, in which the priests asked people to 
hand over their money and guaranteed security in the 
afterlife in return.  You could buy immunity from the 
consequences of your sins in the form of ôindulgencesõ. 
 
Many priests had a poor understanding of scripture, 
which was at that time only beginning to be translated 
out of Latin. Instead of preaching from the Bible, their 
homilies were often based on fanciful, miraculous 
stories of the saints, which bore little relation to the 
Gospel. 
 
Luther and the other reformers insisted on getting 
back to the Bible and helping lay people to understand 
its message, and they were assisted in that by the recent 
invention of the printing press and the increasing 
availability of translations into the vernacular. 
 
Neither Luther nor Calvin was a fundamentalist, but 
Calvinõs successors took a step further and elevated the 
Bible to a position of supreme authority on all matters.  
By the end of the C16th they introduced the doctrine 
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of the ôinerrancyõ of scripture, claiming that because it 
was divinely inspired it must therefore be faultless and 
literally true in every detail.  
 
It is easy to see why they did that.  They needed 
something to set against the authority of the Roman 
Catholic Church.  The Church claimed absolute 
authority for its own teaching (to such an extent that 
Galileo was lucky to escape with his life when he went 
against it), and the Protestant Church wanted a source 
of absolute authority to match it. 
 
However, the Bible is not suited to that role. Much of 
it cannot be taken at face value. In the centuries which 
followed, scholars began to analyse the Bible into its 
component sources and were able to show how 
different parts of it were written at different times and 
for different purposes, and how it had sometimes been 
edited in ways we would not regard as legitimate. 
 
If the Bible is read as though it were all a single 
coherent unity, then there are inconsistencies and 
contradictions in it.  But it is not a snapshot:  it is the 
long history of Godõs developing relationship with 
humankind. Mankindõs under-standing of God and of 
what he requires of us has changed significantly over 
the centuries. 
 
The first systematic critical analysis of the Bible was 
done by German scholars in the second half of the C 
18th.  Wellhausen examined the first five books of the 
OT, constituting the Jewish Law or Torah.  The 
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traditional view had been that these five books had all 
been written by Moses.   
 
Wellhausen suggested that there were at least four 
distinct hands (or more likely teams, or traditions) at 
work:  two streams of originally oral tradition in the 
Northern Kingdom and the Southern Kingdom 
respectively, then the hand of a scribe (the so-called 
ôDeuteronomistõ), and finally a priestly hand which had 
added a lot of the religious detail and (for example) the 
creation story of Genesis chapter 1. 
 
The oral traditions would be very ancient, but probably 
first written down around 700 ð 600 BC; the first bit of 
Deuteronomic work may have started around 600 BC; 
and the priestly hand may date from 550 - 450 BC and 
later. 
 
It is easy to see inconsistencies between the different 
sources, such as between Genesis 1 and 2, and between 
parallel versions of the story of Noah and of the 
crossing of the Red Sea.  Evidently the final editor of 
the Torah regarded them all as sacred and did not want 
to lose a word of them.  
 
Scholars were more hesitant about applying the same 
rigorous criticism to the NT because it was much more 
sensitive from a Christian standpoint, and when it 
began to be done in the C 19th there were grave 
misgivings about it.  But the fact is that the way the 
manuscripts were copied and re-copied in the early 
years opened the way for insertions to be made, and 
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the authenticity of some (relatively small) parts of the 
NT is questionable. 
 
More importantly, the NT represents a radical 
development from the OT. The thinking has moved 
on, and it moves on further even within the space of 
the NT. There are frequent inconsistencies between 
the synoptic gospels and much more significant 
inconsistency between the synoptic gospels and the 
gospel of John. 
 
To sum up, fundamentalism is a bad idea for five 
reasons: 
 

1. It involves saying things that are plainly not 
true; 

2. It risks bringing Christianity into disrepute (see 
above); 

3. It offers an impoverished understanding of the 
Gospel;   

4. It is a theological dead end, because it allows 
for no creativity and new interpretation; and 

5. It makes people intolerant, illiberal and self-
righteous. 

 
What is true of Christian fundamentalism is also true 
of Moslem fundamentalism, the consequences of 
which may prove even more damaging. 
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5.  The historical Jesus 
 
Required reading:   Matthew 18:1-5,  

Mark 9:33-37,  
Luke 9:46-48. 

 
Take a sheet of lined paper and draw two lines down it 
vertically, dividing it into three columns. Head the columns 
Matthew, Mark and Luke. Copy the story from Mark into the 
middle column and then copy the other versions into their columns 
lining up the verses which are parallel with one another.  What 
does that exercise tell you about the relationship between the 
Gospels? 
 
The New Testament (NT) is very different from the 
OT.  It is not just that it is written in a different 
language, ôcommon Greekõ in place of Hebrew.  The 
technology of writing had changed a lot by the time of 
Jesus and the whole style of writing was different. 
 
Hebrew is a difficult language to handle.  It was 
especially difficult in Biblical times, before they had 
invented the system of ôpointingõ which is now used in 
Hebrew texts to indicate the vowels, stresses and 
punctuation.  Old un-pointed Hebrew texts consisting 
of consonants only are hard work, and the scrolls they 
were written on were laborious to produce (though 
they were copied extremely carefully, so there tended 
to be fewer errors than we find in Greek texts). 
 
Greek is, by contrast, an easy, fluent language with a 
large vocabulary and a flexible grammar that makes it 
possible to express much more complicated thoughts, 
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as St Paul showed.  And by the time the NT was being 
written people were no longer using scrolls, except for 
the most formal writing.  They had invented the book, 
or codex, consisting of pages of paper tied together.   
 
This made books much easier to read, to flip through 
and refer to; and cheaper, because paper was much 
cheaper than the parchment on which scrolls were 
written.  Moreover, factories had been set up, called 
scriptoria, staffed by educated slaves, where one slave 
would read out a text and a dozen or more other slaves 
would copy it out from his dictation.  So books were 
being made by the dozen, and they were cheap and 
plentiful. 
 
Compared to the words of a Hebrew prophet or early 
historian, the texts of the NT were written on much 
more shifting sand.  We see this particularly with the 
texts of the gospels.  There are four gospels, but for 
this purpose we discount the gospel of John (for 
reasons which will become clear later) and concentrate 
on the first three.  They are called the ôsynoptic 
gospelsõ, meaning that they are three perspectives on 
the same thing, the history of Jesusõ life, ministry and 
death.  John is a theological essay of a completely 
different character and should not be confused with 
them.  
 
The synoptic Gospels contain a lot of material which is 
common to one another.  Some stories appear in all 
three Gospels, some in two but not in the other, 
sometimes stories are in the same order and sometimes 
the order is different, and sometimes the story is the 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

42 
 

same but the wording is slightly changed.  That made 
scholars wonder which Gospel was written first, and 
which of the writers copied from which, because the 
parallels are too close to have happened by accident:  
there is often word-for-word copying. 
 
This is a huge and insoluble problem, known as the 
ôSynoptic Problemõ.  Most people think Markõs was the 
first gospel, because it is the shortest.  They think 
Matthew copied Mark, and Luke copied both of them.  
But there are strong reasons for thinking that Matthew 
was the original gospel and that Mark is a shortened, 
skilfully edited version of it.  Possibly there was a 
proto-version of Matthew, which was the first gospel, 
from which Mark was composed; and then our present 
version of Matthew was created by someone who was 
able to refer back to proto-Mark.  It may be even more 
complicated than that: there may have been repeated 
cross-copying from one gospel to another and back 
again over a period of 50 or 60 years. 
 
This course tends to refer to Matthew for preference 
because it is a less polished product than the other 
gospels. It is easier to see the cracks and joins in the 
text and it feels the most authentic.  If one had to 
characterise the three synoptic Gospels in brief one 
could say that Matthew is the original Gospel written 
for a predominantly Jewish audience; Mark is a 
shortened version for non-Jews, which leaves out all 
the technical Jewish material but regularly adds 
circumstantial detail, probably of his own invention, to 
make it a better story, with more emotional impact; 
and Luke is a comfortably retired gentleman who 
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comes along a generation or two later and whose target 
audience is the Roman establishment.   
 
But, interestingly, because Matthew came first in the 
codex, his gospel was interfered with most, and Luke 
from time to time preserves in their original form 
sayings which have been corrupted in Matthew. 
 
That illustrates the difficulty of answering the question, 
when were the gospels written? Probably there was an 
oral tradition of stories about Jesus for some years 
after his death before anyone started to write them 
down systematically.  The best guess is that the 
gospels, or components of the gospels, started to be 
written around 60 AD, but that in the form we have 
them they were not finalised till maybe 80 or 90 AD, or 
even later.  The crucial markers are the references to 
the fall of the Temple, which happened in 70 AD; the 
growing sense of alienation from, and eventually 
bitterness, towards the Jews; and the two main 
persecutions of the Christians under Nero in the mid-
60s and Domitian in the 90s. 
 
The original church was Jewish, as of course were 
Jesus and his disciples.  Christianity was originally a 
variant of Messianic Judaism.  A Jewish Christian 
church remained in Jerusalem up to about 70 AD, 
initially led by James the brother of Jesus, and 
remnants of it survived longer in Syria, where it 
became known as the Ebionite church.  But by 60 AD, 
following the energetic mission of Paul (and others) to 
the Gentiles, the main body of the Church was non-
Jewish and outside Palestine.  Paul struggled to 
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maintain relations with the Jewish church during his 
lifetime, but after he died, and especially after the fall 
of Jerusalem, the splits between the Jews and the 
Christian Church widened, and each side increasingly 
called down curses and excommunicated one another.  
That anti-Semitism is reflected in the (chronologically) 
later books of the NT. 
 
Because the Gospels were written, as we have seen, in 
a fluid format, there was a great deal of editing and 
additions were made to the texts right up to the time 
they were finalised in the first half of the Second 
Century.  By then the Church was no longer a loose 
collection of little communities of believers but had 
become an organised institution led by the Bishops 
primarily of Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria and Rome.  
The copiers of the Gospels, under the control of the 
Church, took the opportunity to build in verses and 
phrases that would be supportive of their authority. 
 
They would not have felt that they were doing 
anything wrong by that.  The Gospels were not 
designed to preserve the teachings of Jesus 
meticulously in a scholarly way.  They were designed to 
serve the purposes of the Church.  It is not an accident 
that the Gospels ð with the possible exception of the 
passion narratives - fall neatly into little sections that 
make good ôreadingsõ for use in church:  that is what 
they were written for. 
 
When we are reading the Gospels, therefore, it is 
important to be critical and alert to the bits that later 
editors have slipped in.  Watch out particularly for: 
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¶ Churchy bits, such as òYou are Peter, and on 
this rock....ó Examples are Matthew 10:32-33, 
11:27, 16:18, 18:17-20 and 19:28-30; 

 

¶ Long, boring explanations of parables, which 
are not Jesusõ style:  e.g. Matthew 13:10, 13:18-
23 and 13:36-43;  

 

¶ References to the destruction of the Temple 
(which didnõt happen till 70 AD); 

 

¶ References to the persecution of believers, like 
Matthew 5:11-12.  That did not happen in a 
significant way until the 60õs, and more likely 
the references are to the persecution in the 
early 90õs under the Emperor Domitian; 

 

¶ Passages which show Jesus talking to non-Jews, 
such as Matthew 8:5-13.  He probably didnõt do 
much of that: note Matthew 10:5, òGo 
nowhere among the Gentilesó.  There was a 
temptation for the early Church to make it look 
as though Jesus got on well with the Romans 
and other foreigners, when the opposite was 
more probably the case; 

 

¶ Passages which show hostility to Judaism, as 
opposed to criticism of the current Jewish 
religious authorities (more marked in Luke and 
Acts than in Matthew). 
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The Gospel of John  
 
That takes us to St Johnõs gospel.  The clue is in the 
title, ôThe Gospel according to John the Theologianõ.  
It is not a gospel like the others, but a theological essay 
reflecting on the deeper significance of Jesus.  It is one 
of the most brilliant works in the whole of theology, 
and is rightly accorded the utmost respect, but it must 
not be mistaken for a historical life of Jesus.  
 
This view has been disputed by some scholars in recent 
years, but they have not won the day.  There are those, 
like the late Bishop John Robinson, who would like to 
argue that John is the most authentic of the gospels; but 
that is wishful thinking on their part. 
 
The speeches which are put into the mouth of Jesus 
bear only a distant relation to anything he is likely to 
have said.  In John he speaks as someone conscious of 
his own divinity (òI and the Father are oneó), which 
would have been anathema to the real Jesus.  Jesus 
spoke with authority on behalf of God, like the Old 
Testament prophets letting God speak through him, 
but that is not the same thing. If the historical Jesus 
had said such things he would not have lived long 
enough to be crucified: he would have been stoned to 
death on the spot. 
 
Significantly, the Church was in two minds about 
whether to include John in the NT, which shows that it 
realised that it was out of tune with the other gospels.  
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The popular view is that Johnõs Gospel was written by 
Jesusõ favourite disciple, and is therefore particularly 
authentic.  You can be almost certain that it was not.  
The beloved disciple would have been extremely old by 
the time it was written, and as an Aramaic-speaking ex-
fisherman he would never have had the ability to write 
in polished Greek like this.   
 
The author aims for authenticity by strewing the gospel 
with little touches suggestive of local knowledge, and it 
may be that he had a Palestinian background, but John 
the disciple he was not.  One of the contributors could 
have been the same John who wrote the letters of 
John.   
 
John the son of Zebedee may have written the book of 
Revelation, however.  There is testimony that he 
moved to Ephesus later in his life (after the fall of 
Jerusalem), which would put him in the right part of 
the world for writing the letters to the seven churches, 
and the rough Greek of Revelation is exactly the sort 
of thing one might expect of the Galilean John. 
 
The Gospel of John, by contrast, is later and is an 
altogether more sophisticated and polished piece of 
writing, probably the work of a theological school 
founded in Ephesus and named in honour of the 
beloved disciple, whom some of whom may have 
heard him teaching. 
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Questions for discussion (Session 5) 

 
Were the gospel writers justified in adding in material 
of their own, based on their Christian faith, or should 
they have stuck to the facts for which they had 
evidence? 
 
Should it concern us as Christians if some of Jesusõ 
ideas were different from ours today? 
 
If (almost) everyone agrees that John is not a historical 
gospel, why do you think church leaders persist in 
quoting it as though it was? 
 

 

 
 

The Bogorod icon 

 Mt Athos, C13th 
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6.  The historical Jesus and his mind set 
 
 
Required reading: Matthew 10:5-15 The 

commissioning of the disciples 
Matthew 24:1-36 The end of the 
age. 

 
By the time the NT was written the world was a very 
different place.  Most of the OT, apart from a few late 
books like Ruth, Daniel, Ecclesiastes and the Joseph 
novella at the end of Genesis, had been written by the 
end of the 5th Century BC.  There was therefore a gap 
of several hundred years between the main body of the 
OT and the NT.  There were a number of so-called 
ôinter-testamentalõ writings in that period, but most of 
them did not make it into the Biblical canon: some can 
be found in what are now called the Apocrypha. 
 
By the time of Jesus Palestine had become part of the 
Roman Empire: a rather troublesome part, because the 
Jews were always in a state of turmoil and half-baked 
insurrection.  The Romans did not enjoy owning 
Palestine, and it never became as peaceful and 
prosperous as other neighbouring provinces.  To keep 
a lid on things they allowed the Herods to rule as 
puppet kings, and they placed a tough military 
commander called a Procurator there to keep order 
and collect the taxes.  He came under the general 
oversight of the Governor of Syria and could call on 
the Roman legions up there to come and support him 
if the need arose. 
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Despite the instability of Palestine, civilisation there 
had advanced in line with the rest of the Empire.  
Jerusalem had become an important financial and 
commercial centre.  In fact, one of the main functions 
of the Temple in Jesusõ day was to act as a bank for 
wealthy merchants trading between Iraq, Arabia, Egypt 
and the Mediterranean.  It was not just low-level 
money changing:  the gold reserves of the Temple 
provided the liquidity for a thriving international 
commerce.  The High Priest was in effect the 
Governor of the Central Bank. 
 
If the city was wealthy and cosmopolitan, with a 
population estimated at around 80,000 (multiplied 
many times over at the time of the great Jewish 
festivals) the part of the country where Jesus came 
from could not have been a greater contrast.  Jesus 
came from a northern backwater of Palestine, a rural 
area of subsistence farming and fishing in the Sea of 
Galilee.  His father Joseph is described in the gospel as 
a ôcarpenterõ, but it is more likely that he was a rabbi.  
The term ôcarpentryõ was used in Aramaic for the work 
that rabbis did, because they were so neat and precise 
in the way they handled the scriptures.  If Jesusõ father 
had really been a carpenter it is hard to see how he 
would have learnt to read the scriptures at an early age, 
as he evidently did.  Very few people would have had 
access to the scrolls in the synagogue and even fewer 
would have been able to read the obsolete language of 
classical Hebrew. 
 
The stories of Jesusõ birth in Matthew and Luke are 
later additions to the text.  They are inconsistent and 
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both present difficulties.  There is no evidence that 
there was ever ð anywhere in the Roman Empire ð a 
census of the kind that would have required the 
journey described by Luke.  Any tax gatherer will tell 
you that that would not have been an effective basis on 
which to conduct a registration for tax purposes.   The 
journey was invented by Luke or by one of his sources 
solely so that the OT prophecy that the Messiah 
should be born in Bethlehem as a descendent of King 
David could be said to have been fulfilled.   
 
Luke described a Nazareth family that had to travel to 
Bethlehem for the census, whereas Matthew depicted 
them as a Bethlehem family that had to move to 
Nazareth (via Egypt) some while after Jesus was born. 
The gospel-writers were inventive and would not have 
seen anything wrong in what they were doing, and the 
Church has always ignored the inconsistency. The idea 
that a writerõs first duty is to the truth would have 
seemed very strange to them. Their sole duty was to 
promote the faith. 
 
Jesus probably grew up as a young trainee Rabbi ð 
professions generally passed from father to son in 
those days ð but at a certain point he seems to have 
decided to commit himself to a more austere and 
dedicated form of Judaism and just possibly to have 
joined the sect of the Essenes.  We cannot be sure that 
he became an Essene, but it fits with what we do 
know.   
 
The Essenes, about whom we know a good deal not 
just from the historian Josephus but because they were 
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the authors of the Dead Sea Scrolls, occupied a 
monastery in the desert near the Dead Sea.  They were 
celibate and led a disciplined life of prayer, study and 
fasting.  They were passionately nationalistic for the 
Jewish nation, hated the way Jerusalem had become 
internationalised and reserved their greatest hatred for 
the mercenary Priests of the Temple.  In line with their 
own writings and those of other inter-testamentals they 
expected the imminent End of the Age, which would 
be precipitated by a final conflict between good and 
evil at Armageddon. 
 
Membership of the Essenes would explain why Jesus 
apparently never married, as an orthodox Jew was 
normally expected to do, and it would explain his 
apocalyptic world-view as well as a number of other 
details of his teaching.  It would also explain why he 
apparently deliberately insulated himself from any 
foreign thinking.  He shows no sign of ever having 
used the Greek language, which would be unusual and 
could only represent a deliberate choice for an 
educated man in that period, especially in his part of 
the country. He must have been making a political and 
religious point. If he was not an Essene, he certainly 
shared their mind set to a marked degree ð though he 
parted from them in his interpretation of the law of the 
Sabbath and Jewish purity laws, and in his 
understanding of the ôlast daysõ, which they saw as a 
final physical battle between good and evil at 
Armageddon.  
 
At the age of 30, which was the Jewish age of full 
majority, Jesus left whatever he had been doing 
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(monastery or not) and took up a peripatetic ministry 
as a wandering rabbi, starting back in his home region 
of Galilee, where they were not, initially, all that 
pleased to see him.  Nevertheless, he built up a large 
following as people gathered to hear his preaching and 
to seek healing at his hands.  He was viewed as a 
ômiracle-workerõ ð they were not uncommon in the 
eastern Mediterranean in that period, and were often 
referred to by the title ôson of Godõ.  John the Baptist 
was another such preacher, and probably a rival to 
Jesus rather than an admirer.  A ôchurchõ of followers 
of John the Baptist survived for some years in 
Palestine, and the friendly things that are said about 
him in the gospels probably reflect a bid to woo them 
into a merger with the Christian Church. 
 
At some point Jesus came to have a different 
perception of his own role and status, and his disciples 
to some extent began to share that different 
perception.  He began to see himself as a prophet in 
the OT tradition, and not just as any prophet but as 
probably the last prophet, on whom fell the burden of 
warning people that the end of the age was at hand.  
There is no evidence that he ever saw himself as 
divine, and indeed the idea would have been repugnant 
to him: it would have been an affront to the First 
Commandment.  He could never, ever, possibly, have 
said the things attributed to him in the Gospel of John 
whereby he acknowledges his own divinity. 
 
Jesus referred to himself as ôSon of manõ, which was a 
nicely ambiguous phrase, forcing his listeners to think 
for themselves what he meant.  ôSon of manõ was used 
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in Aramaic simply to mean ôoneõ, ôa manõ or ôa man like 
meõ; but it also had echoes of the vision of the 
supernatural Son of Man in Daniel 7:13-14.  He clearly 
saw himself having a special, unique mission and the 
sense that great things were about to happen spilled 
over into the general public when, after a few years of 
preaching, he turned his face towards Jerusalem, there 
to be acclaimed by the public then tried and crucified 
by the Roman authorities as a rabble-rouser and a 
threat to national security.  The religious authorities 
were complicit in his execution because they had no 
love for his brand of fanaticism, as they saw it, but the 
decision to execute him rested with the Roman power. 
 
Jesus taught, as we noted in the first session, 
exclusively in parables: parables about the kingdom of 
God, about how people needed to observe the Law 
strictly (but intelligently and not legalistically or 
hypocritically), about how people needed to give up 
their pretensions, about how they needed to be humble 
and about the imperative of forgiving one another if 
they themselves were to be forgiven.  Much of the 
teaching is orthodox Judaism for his day, echoing 
familiar passages from the prophets. The distinctive 
things are the subversiveness of his teaching, the 
(thoroughly prophetic) impatience with the smug and 
self-satisfied, the preaching of ôgood news to the poorõ 
(Luke 7:22), the insistence on social justice or tsedaqah, 
and the paradoxical nature of the Kingdom of God, in 
which òthe last shall be firstó and òhe who is greatest 
among you shall be your servantó (Matthew 23:11). 
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The need to repent, to forgive, to dispense with 
worldly goods and to be prepared for death and the 
judgement are captured in the prayer that we know as 
the Lordõs Prayer.  Unfortunately, it has suffered in 
translation, probably because it was originally badly 
translated into Latin and then, in its incorrect form, 
became a popular prayer in the Latin-speaking early 
church.  Once that defective Latin version was firmly 
established, subsequent translators, like St Jerome who 
wrote the Vulgate and our own English translators, 
found it impossible to go back to the original text ð 
though the most recent prayer book are gradually and 
tentatively finding their way back. 
 
The familiar version of the Lordõs Prayer is a 
comfortable, workmanlike prayer for everyday use.  It 
has served a hundred generations of Christians 
extremely well.  But it is not what Jesus meant. The 
original is a rather scary, ôend of the worldõ prayer.  It is 
the prayer of a small religious community when they 
are expecting to die imminently.  It is not ôour daily 
breadõ that they pray for, or even ôtomorrowõs breadõ as 
it is sometimes slightly more accurately translated, but 
ôthe bread of the afterlifeõ or ôthe bread that is to 
comeõ.  It is not ôforgive us our sins as we forgive 
othersõ but ôwrite off our debts as we have (already) 
written off the debts others owed to usõ.  It is not ôlead 
us not into temptation but deliver us from evilõ, but ôdo 
not bring us to the time of trial, and deliver us from 
the Evil One (the Devil)õ.  It is a prayer for use in the 
Last Days, or for people who lived every day as though 
it were their last. 
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Questions for discussion (Session 6) 
 

How well would you have hit it off with the historical 
Jesus, assuming you spoke Aramaic?  
  
Should we portray the historical Jesus as a Jew or as a 
Christian, or as both? 
  
Should we continue to use the traditional form of the 
Lordõs Prayer, or should we switch to a more ôcorrectõ 
translation? 
 

 

The prophet Elijah 
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7. Is Christianity really Paulianity? 
 
Required reading:   Romans 5, 6, 7 and 8 
 
After the Gospels and the book of Acts, which is really 
a supplement to Lukeõs gospel, most of the rest of the 
NT consists of letters by, or attributed to, Paul.  The 
NT is structured to parallel (and for non-Jewish 
believers to replace) the OT, which was traditionally 
divided into three parts, the Law, the Prophets and the 
Writings.  The gospels and Acts therefore roughly take 
the place of the five books of the Law, Paul and the 
other letter-writers take the place of the Prophets, and 
we are left with Revelation (which is a bit like part of 
the second half of Daniel) to parallel the Writings.  
 
After Jesus died the Church formed up as a little 
society in Jerusalem under the leadership of James the 
brother of Jesus.  Although it was an exclusively Jewish 
society it was not popular with the Jewish authorities, 
who were officially still waiting for the Messiah, while 
the Church maintained that the Messiah had already 
come in the shape of Jesus.  (The position was 
confused because there was more than one concept of 
the Messiah, the ôAnointed Oneõ, then current.  The 
term originally referred to someone who would be a 
real-life king of Israel, but later took on a more 
supernatural and apocalyptic character). 
 
Paul was a fairly prominent Jew, but not one of the 
Jerusalem set.  He came from the coastal town of 
Tarsus, and was basically a Greek speaker.  He would 
have been able to speak Aramaic as a second language, 
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but he would have read the scriptures in Greek rather 
than Hebrew (though he tells us he studied under the 
great rabbi Gamaliel, so he was able to read Hebrew 
too).  He initially supported the Jewish religious 
authorities against the Christians, and was all his life 
intensely proud of being a Jew, but they always 
regarded him as an outsider.  
 
At a certain point, triggered by the dramatic vision 
recounted in Acts 9:3, he switched sides and joined the 
Christians; but the Christians in Jerusalem did not 
really want him either.  Galatians 2:1-10 describes the 
deal he did with them, whereby they licensed him to 
take the Christian message to the non-Jewish world 
provided he kept out of their way and òremembered 
the pooró, i.e. sent them donations.  So he became the 
(or an) Apostle to the Gentiles.  He began an 
astonishing career of travelling, preaching and church 
founding in the Eastern Mediterranean and the 
Aegean, leading up to a period in Rome, where he is 
said to have died around 64 AD. 
 
Paul was a strange personality.  He was not good 
looking, and he tells us he was not a great public 
speaker.  He was a totally driven person, both before 
and after his conversion.  He was obsessed with his 
mission, on the success of which he felt his own 
salvation depended (slightly contrary, on the face of it, 
to the doctrine he expounded to others): ôWoe is meõ, 
he says, ôif I do not proclaim the Gospelõ.   
 
Though he suffered chronic ailments, he reveled in 
hardships, rejection and imprisonment (1 Corinthians 
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4:8-13, 2 Corinthians 4:8-12, 6:3-10, 11:23-29).  And he 
was a mystic, who had visions and was drawn to the 
idea that there was a body of secret knowledge that 
was the key to salvation (1 Corinthians 2:6-7, 2 
Corinthians 12:2-5).  He emphasized that there was no 
distinction in Christ between Jews and Gentiles, free 
people and slaves or men and women. 
 
Unclubbable as he may have been, Paulõs letters to the 
churches he had just founded and other churches 
which were struggling to establish themselves were 
immensely popular and were copied and circulated in 
great numbers around the Eastern Mediterranean.  
They became the core of Christian teaching in the 
Early Church, more so than the Gospels, which arrived 
on the scene a little later and took longer to settle into 
a stable form. 
 
It is important to remember the chronological 
sequence.  Although Jesus had died maybe ten years 
before Paul started writing, Paulõs letters are the earliest 
documents we have: they influenced the Gospel 
writers, not the other way round (though, as an 
exception to that rule, there is an interesting verse in 
Philippians 2:15, which ð if it is authentic - seems to 
carry three little echoes from Matthewõs gospel).  The 
other odd thing is that Paul had never met Jesus and 
apparently knew very little about his actual teaching.  
He very seldom refers to Jesusõ teaching: just once or 
twice in all those letters.  His focus is on the 
significance of Jesusõ sacrificial death and resurrection. 
His ôJesusõ is not, essentially, the historical Jesus, but an 
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interpretation he had constructed in his own mind of 
what he thought the Messiah, the Christ, really meant. 
 
So influential were the letters that they attracted 
imitators.  The later letters known as the ôpastoralsõ 
were not by Paul but by a later writer (or writers) 
borrowing his name and his style to write general 
circulars to the Church.  There was thought to be 
nothing wrong with name borrowing: it was done all 
the time in the ancient world.  Even among the major 
letters people have questioned the authenticity of 
some, e.g. Ephesians, parts of which sound a bit late 
and ôchurchyõ for Paul, though parts are very typical of 
his style. Likewise with Colossians, which shares 
common features with Ephesians and contains 
authentic detail but is not always in Paulõs ôvoiceõ). 
 
As with the gospels, there are probably some additions 
and interpolations in Paulõs letters.  One has to wonder 
about 1 Corinthians 11:23-32, for example, and even 
Philippians 2:6-11, which is evidently another bit of 
early Christian liturgy, may be a later addition.  The 
doctrine of ôself-emptyingõ (kenosis) does not seem 
strictly consistent with Paulõs other teaching, but on 
the other hand it is supported by 2 Corinthians 8:9.  
The notorious ban on women preaching in 1 
Corinthians 14:33b contradicts what he as just said in 
Ch. 11 and is clearly an interpolation. 
 
The important thing is that ð consistent or not - the 
doctrines which Paul propounded became the bedrock 
of Christianity.  Jesus, as we have seen, was an 
orthodox (or very slightly unorthodox) Jew.  He was 
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not about setting up a new religion but about preparing 
for the end of the age and bringing about root and 
branch reform of Jewish religious practice if there was 
time before the end came. 
 
The Jerusalem Church had started to think of Jesus as 
the promised Messiah, but Paul went further and 
started to think of Jesus as the Saviour in a new sense.  
It is a moot point (it depends how you read the Greek 
text of Romans 9:5 and one or two other disputed 
passages) whether Paul ever identified Jesus with God 
ð that would have been almost prohibitively difficult 
for someone brought up as a Jew ð but he certainly 
thought of him as the Son of God (i.e. someone very 
closely related to God) and called him ôLordõ, which 
was how God was addressed, as well as ôthe Christõ or 
Messiah. 
 
Paulõs thinking is complicated, clever and, as we have 
said, not always consistent, but these are some of the 
main themes: 
 

1. Salvation is not just for the Jews: the whole 
Church, Jewish and Gentile, now constitutes 
the Chosen People and inherits the promises 
made to Israel. 

 
2. We must be decent and moral people.  

However, it is no longer necessary for 
Christians to observe the Law of Moses as such 
(especially in diet, circumcision and so forth).  
The Law can be a trap as much as a helper.  It 
can give you the illusion of righteousness.  The 
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important thing is to look through the letter of 
the Law and ôwalk in the Spiritõ as imitators of 
Christ. 
 

3. We cannot make ourselves right with God (ôbe 
justifiedõ) by our own efforts.  We are justified 
by our belief in Jesus Christ as our Lord and 
Saviour, because that belief opens to us the 
benefits of his sacrificial death on the Cross. 

 
4. Through Jesusõ sacrifice we have become the 

New Creation free from sin and death, 
replacing the old, fallen Creation of Adam and 
Eve.  By belief in Him we can become part of 
the body of Christ, share with Him in His 
resurrection and live with Him eternally. 

 
These became major tenets of Christian belief, and 
Paul contributed more in terms of doctrine to the 
development of Christianity than Jesus himself did. But 
that does not make it ôPaulianityõ.  It was still 
characterized by the essential Jesus themes of humility, 
sacrifice, paradox and subversion of the established 
order in favour of the new order of social justice 
described as ôthe Kingdomõ.  Paul was absolutely 
writing in the spirit of Jesus, even if the historical Jesus 
might not have recognised some of it. 
 
Paulõs most important contribution was the 
development of a new technical language of Christian 
theology involving words like sin, redemption, 
justification, propitiation, the body, the flesh, the spirit, 
grace and love ð often straightforward Greek words 
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which Paul gave a new significance.  Many of the 
words he used were lifted from the Greek translation 
of the Old Testament, and what Paul did was to import 
their OT meanings into the contemporary Greek 
language while giving them a spin of his own. 
 
Especially important are the kharis group of words: 
kharis itself, which is translated as ôgraceõ, and is 
cognate with khara, meaning ôjoyõ; kharisma, the ôfree 
giftõ of Romans 5:15; and kharizesthai, a new word for 
ôto forgiveõ, not transactional forgiveness but a term of 
generosity.  These words above all were Paulõs gift to 
Christianity. 
 
The playful answer to the question ôIs Christianity 
really Paulianity?õ is that it is neither:  it is Johnianity.  
John had the last word on much of the doctrine. But 
Paul prepared the way for John.  Paulõs understanding 
of Christ, though not quite the ôhigh Christologyõ of 
the Fourth Gospel, had advanced a long way from the 
description of the historical Jesus in the synoptic 
gospels.  But it would be wrong to ignore the 
continuity of underlying spirit between the synoptics, 
St Paul and St John. The NT hangs together as a 
bridge between the historical Jesus and the Second 
Person of the Trinity.  
 
The truth is that Christianity does not belong to 
anyone.  As we shall see in session 10, every believer 
contributes to the tradition.  Christianity is something 
we are all creating, all the time.  It is a project everyone 
can join in. 
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Questions for discussion (Session 7) 
 
Do you think Paul thought Jesus was divine?  What 
sort of Messiah did he think he was? 
 
Do you think Paulõs personal psychological problems 
adversely affected his theology?  Do you have to be 
sane to be a Christian, or does it help to be crazy? 
 
Is God just an absent, idealised father?  How much 
does our own psychology affect our religion? 
 

 

 
 
 The icon of Mary in Egypt 

 Russian, C18th 
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8. Christian doctrine and heresy 
 
Required reading:   1 Timothy 4:1-10, 6:3-6, 20-21 
 
We tend not to think much about doctrine nowadays: 
most of the denominations would struggle to explain 
why they differ from one another except in matters of 
liturgy and Church discipline.  But at one time not 
many centuries ago doctrine was a matter of life and 
death. 
 
In this session we shall look at a few historically 
important doctrines, partly as examples of the way in 
which people within the Church can disagree with one 
another, but also because the old heresies keep on 
cropping up in one disguise or another even today. I 
am indebted to Henry Chadwickõs Early Church for the 
quotes. 
 
In its early years the Church was constantly having to 
define itself by choosing which line of belief would be 
regarded as the true doctrine and which would be 
accounted a heresy.  The choice was never easy.  It was 
seldom the case that the ôhereticsõ (that is to say, the 
group that ended up being declared heretics) were 
obviously the bad guys and the true believers the good 
guys.  Heretics were often every bit as God-fearing as 
the orthodox, and often more so.   
 
Quite often when the Church rejected a heresy it was 
rejecting a more extreme or more ascetic version of the 
Faith in favour of moderation and public acceptability.  
The same was true when the monasteries adopted the 
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Rule of St Benedict:  the Rule might seem pretty severe 
to us, with an awful lot of services and very little sleep, 
but it was a relaxation compared to the extremes to 
which the early monastic communities were trying to 
push themselves. 
 
We shall start with two heresies which sometimes went 
together:  the Cathars in medieval France, for example, 
who came to a sticky end at the hands of crusader 
Simon de Montfort, were both Gnostics and 
Manichees: 
 

1. Gnosticism 
 

There are 57 varieties of this heresy, but basically it 
holds that there is a secret knowledge only available 
to the wise, which means that only they can reach 
heaven.  Others, even if they have faith, can only 
achieve lower status. The material world is evil, so 
Christ could not really have been incarnated, he 
just seemed to be.  The secret ôknowledgeõ explains 
how the soul can progress gradually back up 
through the spheres of heaven to rejoin the 
fullness of God.   
 
Orthodox view: This is all nonsense. God created the 
world and saw that it was good. Christ was 
incarnate. Salvation is open to all who believe.   

 
2. The Manichean heresy 

 
God has not yet overcome evil, so the battle 
between good and evil (the light and the darkness) 
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continues.  The Elect, as in Gnosticism, try to free 
the particles of light within them from their earthly 
bodies through ascetic practices and strict dietary 
rules.  Manichees rejected the OT and were strict 
vegetarians. They held that the world was 
essentially evil and was created by Satan, whom 
they identified with the God of the OT.   
 
Orthodox view: God (who is the God both of the 
Old and New Testaments) has finally overcome 
Satan through the crucifixion and we await the end 
of the age.   
 
3. The Valentinians 

 
The Valentinians were Gnostics who were closest 
to being Christians, and reflected the influence of 
Christianity.  They did not reject the OT out of 
hand, but thought there were good bits and less 
good bits in it.  They held that Jesus had passed on 
to the disciples, and they had handed on selectively, 
secret knowledge of how to attain salvation.  Like 
other Gnostics they held that the Son was wholly 
divine (i.e. did not share our human nature) and did 
not really suffer and die on the cross ð it was just 
an illusion to deceive those without the insight.   
 
Orthodox view:  The Son was fully human, suffered 
and died on the cross. 
 

Next we turn to a group of heresies which surfaced in 
the Fourth and Fifth Centuries, which were all to do 
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with the nature of Christ and his precise relationship to 
God the Father.   
 

4. The Arian heresy 
 
òAriusó, says Chadwick, òwas a trusted and popular 
presbyter at Alexandria, with an immense following both 
among the young women and among the dockers, for whom 
he wrote theological sea-shantiesó. So he cannot have 
been all bad.  Unfortunately, he did not believe that 
the Son born as a human baby could be the equal 
of God the Father: He must be just slightly 
inferior. This view was rejected by Council of 
Nicene but persisted for centuries in Syria and 
among the Germanic tribes.  
 
Orthodox view: The Son is of one substance (i.e. in 
our terms, identical) with the Father (Nicene 
Creed). 

 
5. Apollinarianism 

 and Nestorianism 
 

The Son is a divine mind in a human body.  He 
does not have a separate human will, but shares the 
will of the Father.  He is not just ôof one substanceõ 
but also ôof one natureõ with the Father, so Mary 
can properly be called ôMother of Godõ.  This 
caused huge offence with others (Nestorians) who 
held that the Son was of one substance but a 
separate ônatureõ, and that Mary should only be 
called ôthe bearer of Godõ.  Both views were 
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ultimately rejected (but she is still called the bearer 
of God, Theotokos, in the Eastern Church). 
 
Orthodox view:  Just listen to this, from the Council 
of Chalcedon, which sorted out the opposing 
views: 
 
òThe Son is (a) perfect God and perfect man, 
consubstantial with the Father in his Godhead and 
with us in his manhood; (b) made known in two 
natures without confusion, change, division or 
separation; (c) the difference between the natures is in no 
sense abolished by the union; and (d) the properties of 
each nature are preserved intact, and both come together 
to form one person and one substance.ó   
 

So now you know. 
 

Finally, a few other doctrinal divergences which may 
be of interest: 
 

6. The Pelagian heresy 
 

Pelagius, who was 5th Century British, did not 
belief in Original Sin in the sense that ôIn Adam all 
have sinnedõ.  He thought a baby started out 
innocent, and we all sinned by voluntary imitation 
of Adamõs sin.  He thought his contemporary, St 
Augustine, was preaching a doctrine of 
helplessness and ôcheap graceõ, and that we had 
more responsibility for the welfare of our own 
souls than that.   
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Orthodox view:  Augustine won. We are utterly sinful 
and entirely dependent on divine grace for our 
salvation. 
 
7. Transubstantiation 
 
This is not a heresy, but an honest mistake.  It is a 
misunderstanding by the Roman Catholic Church 
of one of its own doctrines.  The Church teaches 
that in the Mass the bread is changed in its 
ôsubstanceõ to flesh.  But it lost sight of the fact 
that the language of ôsubstanceõ belonged to the 
philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas, in which it 
meant the real significance of something rather 
than its physical composition.  Transubstantiation 
in Aquinasõs terms is closely equivalent to the 
Protestant interpretation of what happens in the 
Eucharist., where the bread stands for, or ôis for usõ 
the Body of Christ. 

 
8. Calvinism 

 
Because God is omniscient, the number of the 
Elect has been pre-determined and others will not 
be saved however hard they try.  There are five 
great theses of Calvinism, giving the acronym 
ôTULIPõ: 
 

Total depravity: We are all utterly wicked and 
canõt rescue ourselves; 
 
Unconditional election:  Some of us are chosen to 
be saved for no particular reason; 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

71 
 

 
Limited atonement:  Jesusõs sacrifice on the cross 
did not serve to redeem everyone; 
 
Irresistible grace:  If God decides to save us there 
is nothing we can do about it; 
 
Perseverance of the saints:  Those who are chosen 
will not fall away (and by implication if you do 
fall away you obviously were not chosen). 

 
John Wesley was strongly attracted by the 
preaching of some Calvinists, to such an extent 
that mainstream Methodism narrowly escaped 
becoming Calvinist, but in the end he only 
accepted the first proposition and rejected the 
others. 
 
The interesting issue here is the debate around 
predestination.  If God is omniscient and 
omnipotent what room is there for free will?  And 
if there is no free will, what grounds are there for 
sending some to heaven and others to hell?  Paul 
seems to have believed in predestination (Romans 
8:29-30), and Augustine hovered between the 
doctrines before opting for predestination too. The 
majority answer of the Church is that 
foreknowledge does not amount to predestination 
because it is not causative (but it is a fine 
distinction). 
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Orthodox view: Salvation is open to all who believe.  
There is free will and no predestination (though 
perfect foreknowledge by God). 
 

 

 

Questions for discussion (Session 8) 
 
What are we to make of all these doctrines?  Do you 
find any of them convincing? 
 
Would it have made much difference if the Church had  
opted for one line rather than the other?  Wouldnõt we 
still be going to church just the same? 
 
Why do we only disagree about practical things 
nowadays, like the right to life or human sexuality, and 
never argue about doctrine anymore?  What does that 
say about the Church, and about us? 
 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

73 
 

Appendix:  The problem of evil 
 

 
Readings:   Job 38:1-7, 42:1-6 
  Matthew 5:45, 7:11 
  Romans 5:3 
 
The problem of evil is one of the biggest obstacles to 
Christian faith.  The problem is this:  if God is 
omnipotent and benevolent, why does he allow evil 
and suffering in the world?  In particular, why do bad 
things happen to good people? 
 
The general assumption is that God has to be 
omnipotent, otherwise he would not be God.  And we, 
as Christians, firmly believe that God is benevolent.  
As we have seen, to suggest that God is not 
omnipotent is the Manichean heresy:  God creates 
good, Satan creates evil, and the two have to fight it 
out. 
 
Some of the answers that have been given by the 
Church ð technically known as ôtheodiciesõ - are: 
 
1. We deserve to suffer, because we are all sinful 
(Adamõs theodicy); 
 

2. We receive so much good at Godõs hands, why 
should we complain about our sufferings? (Jesusõ 
theodicy); 
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3. Suffering is good for us.  It gives us the 
opportunity to show courage and makes us better 
people (Paulõs theodicy).  

 
4. We may get credit for suffering now in the next 

life, just as time spent on remand is counted 
towards the length of a prisonerõs sentence (the 
martyrõs theodicy); 
 

5. It is not for us to judge.  God may have a deeper 
purpose. We do not see the wider picture or the 
longer term implications of things. (Jobõs theodicy). 

 
The trouble with these theodicies is that some things 
happen that are so random and so awful and cannot 
conceivably serve any useful purpose that we cannot 
believe that an omnipotent Deity could not have found 
a way of doing everything he needs to while avoiding 
them. 
 
A possible answer is along these lines.  It is a variant of 
Jobõs theodicy.  God created the world as best he 
could.  He is omnipotent, but there may be limits to 
the options for the way the world can be configured ð 
how the basic rules of physics can be set.  As He said 
to Job in effect, òIf you can create a better universe, 
letõs see you do it!ó 
 
Once God had decided that evolution by natural 
selection was going to be the mechanism for 
developing life on Earth, that had consequences for 
the way things were going to be.  There are certain 
rules ð what we understand as the laws of physics and 
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chemistry - for the way organisms are going to interact 
with the natural environment and with each other, 
which God could only prevent by arbitrary 
interventions.  And He is not arbitrary.  As Albert 
Einstein remarked òGod does not play diceó.  
 
 

The Vladimir Theotokos, seized from Kiev in 1169  

and presented to Vladimir of Russia.  Byzantine, early C12th. 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

76 
 

9. Need words be a barrier? 
 
Required reading:   Exodus 19 
   2 Kings 22:8-13 

Nehemiah 8:1-8 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 

 
Scripture is a curious concept.  When it started off, 
under Moses, writing was so scarce that it had an 
almost magical quality.  It had authority just because it 
was written down.  When Moses chiseled the 
commandments on to the tablets of stone they were 
not going to be amended lightly.  Even the vellum 
scrolls on which the text of the OT was later written 
required careful, laborious production.  The most 
sacred books of the OT, the Law or ôTorahõ, were all 
attributed to Moses personally for extra sanctity. 
 
When the scrolls of the Law were rediscovered under 
King Josiah (2 Kings 22:8-13) their reading had a huge 
impact, and again when Ezra read them out after the 
return from exile (Nehemiah 8:1-8). Later generations 
could not maintain that sense of reverence just on 
account of the difficulty of writing and reading.  As we 
have seen, by NT times books had become plentiful 
and cheap.  So they protected the scriptures by 
ôcanonisingõ them, in other words by creating a ôcanonõ 
of approved texts, both for the OT and the NT.  The 
NT canon was finalised and adopted by the Church in 
about 150 AD.  
 
That gives us the problem that all our scriptures date 
from a period of about 100 years around the turn of 
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the 1st Century AD or from a few hundred years 
centering on the 7th and 6th Centuries BC, and there has 
been no possibility of adding to them in later centuries.  
That is slightly odd, and it has consequences both for 
our religion and for the language in which it is 
expressed. 
 
There have been attempts to write scripture since: 
there is the deeply uninspiring Book of Mormon, 
which just shows how difficult it is to write scripture 
well.  And there have been works, like Augustineõs 
Confessions and Bunyanõs Pilgrimsõ Progress, which have 
almost reached scriptural status.  The Quakers have an 
interesting practice of maintaining a register of books 
that they regard as quasi-scripture. 
 
But for the most part people who might have wanted 
to write scripture and had the same sort of inspiration 
as the scripture writers of old have written sermons, 
commentaries and particularly hymns as an alternative.  
In the Jewish tradition there is a huge volume of 
learned commentaries which are close in status to 
scripture.  Hymns and psalms were written over the 
whole period of the OT and NT and have been up to 
this day.  
 
The trouble with having only ancient scriptures is that 
they can seem inaccessible to modern people.  Parables 
of vineyards and sheepfolds may convey a vision of 
Mediterranean holidays for some, but they are quite 
hard for most people to relate to.  And modernising 
the translations, as The Message does (admirable though 
it is), doesnõt really help:  you would need to substitute 
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completely new imagery.  There is a lot of history and 
geography to be learnt before the old texts are really 
going to make sense to the man or woman in the 
street. 
 
Then there is the language of Christianity itself, which 
is also fossilised at around 100 AD. Words like ôholyõ, 
ôsacramentõ, ôredemptionõ and ôsinõ (as opposed to 
good, honest crime) come from a world which modern 
people no longer inhabit.  They are ancient concepts 
stemming from a pre-scientific culture and preserved 
for us, as though in amber, in the scriptures. 
 
Do we have an option?  Would it be possible to say the 
things we want to say in the context of the Christian 
faith without using special religious language?  It turns 
out that for many of these concepts you can find ways 
of translating them into ordinary language if you try 
hard enough, though as with all translation you always 
lose something in the process.   
 
 ôSinõ is recognisable to non-religious people as 
wickedness of an existential kind which involves the 
devaluing of oneself or others.  ôSalvationõ can be 
understood as finding or giving someone a lasting 
assurance of worth.  ôHeavenõ is a representation of 
how relationships ought to be in order to maximise 
that worth.  The idea of ôsacrednessõ is still used as an 
expression of the intrinsic value of the natural world.  
The word ôdesecrationõ is used a lot in that context.  
We shall keep the interpretation of incarnation, 
crucifixion and resurrection for the final session of the 
series. 



              ɋ The Omega Course 

 

79 
 

Part of the problem is that we do not talk much about 
ethics in a secular context nowadays, so we are out of 
practice with the secular versions of these words.  
Nevertheless, we probably could find a way of saying 
most of the things we want to say in church without 
using our special language, but we choose not to.  We 
choose instead to use this difficult private language, 
which talks about ôbeing redeemedõ and even ôwashed 
in the blood of the Lambõ.  Why? 
 
For some people it is because they genuinely inhabit a 
world in which theology has stood still for two 
thousand years.  But there is another reason.  It is an 
example of the way in which people use languages or 
dialects to distinguish themselves from other people.  
Exclusivity is a perverse part of our religious tradition.   
 
People who still view the world through the language 
of the early Church are bound to find it difficult to 
translate from religious to secular language, and that 
leads to their view of the world becoming isolated 
from everyone elseõs.  They end up using a currency of 
religious language which is not convertible into what 
other people would regard as ôreal moneyõ. 
 
If someone is immersed in the scriptures, like St 
Augustine, they can experience the whole of life in 
religious terms.  But most believers nowadays realise 
that they need to be able to speak both languages.  
They need to be able to discuss all their experiences - 
religious and non-religious - at the same time, not to 
divide their world up into incompatible segments. 
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If we can describe things in either language, why do we 
choose the religious language over the secular?  Partly 
it is that there are some things that cannot be said so 
effectively in secular language.  Words cannot just be 
rendered one-for-one:  they have connotations, 
associations and overtones, and poetry always says 
more than its prose translation. Then, as we have said, 
people are competitive in their use of language, and 
they will choose to use whichever language is most 
effective in impressing and influencing others.  And as 
we have seen, using a ôsecretõ common language helps 
to bond people together in the Church. 
 
Scripture offers the users of religious language ways 
both to make sense of their own experiences and to 
influence others.  It survives and maintains its hold 
over us by offering us a bargain: the price of the 
understanding it gives us and the influence we can 
exert when we communicate using its language is that 
we perpetuate to some degree the original world-view 
of its writers. 
 
Whether God-language can continue to prove itself an 
effective medium for discussing the problems that 
most deeply concern people remains to be seen. The 
continued use of scriptural language in the modern 
world is a bit like knocking a tennis ball against a wall 
as you keep walking slowly backwards.  At a certain 
point you have either to stop walking and ôfreezeõ the 
language, or else you face losing touch with scripture. 
That does not mean ceasing to find scripture of value, 
but it does mean consigning it to a historical context 
and saying, òThat is what they would have said thenó, 
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or òThose are the metaphors they would have used 
thenó, rather than regarding it as literally definitive for 
all time. 
 
Just as the identity of an individual consists of nothing 
other than a succession of memories, so the identity of 
God is built up out of a series of successive 
interpretations of scripture by believers.  Each of these 
links back to all the previous interpretations which are 
part of the scriptural tradition.  But the interpretations 
are constantly in competition with one another, so our 
concept of God is always a provisional one. 
 
Theology is not, therefore, something that is there to 
be studied in a static way as though it were a body of 
knowledge.  It is something we continually have to 
work on and create. 
 
Churches sometimes seem to try to make belief as 
difficult as possible and to present that as a virtue, a 
sort of challenge of faith.  But there is a difference 
between believing things in the future (where the belief 
itself may influence the outcome) and things in the 
past.  Where the past is concerned it makes no sense to 
reward people for believing the less probable version 
of events.  You either believe something has happened 
or you donõt, and neither position is morally superior 
to the other.  Either is superior to pretending to 
believe something you donõt. 
 
Disagreements about facts were important in the past 
because the facts were not seen as ôbare factsõ:  they 
were value-loaded facts, indicative of a particular 
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relationship between God and humankind.  But if that 
relationship, or the values which we now understand 
by it, is taken as read, the facts become secondary and 
there is no need to press their literal truth.  The world 
is not really made of facts, after all, it is made of 
interpretations of the facts. 
 
Rudolf Bultmann, who was one of the most 
authoritative theologians of the 20th Century, used to 
argue that we ought to de-mythologise Christianity.  
Perhaps, on the contrary, we ought to be confident 
enough to mythologise it properly? 
 
We probably need to learn to appreciate better the 
complex nature of what we call Christianity, stop 
defining it in terms of its beliefs, and at the same time 
avoid the trap of reducing it to a bare skeleton of 
ethical values.  We need to appreciate the richness of 
the entire Christian experience: its historical tradition, 
its imagery, its ethics, its spirituality and its artistic 
expression; so that even if some bits of factual belief 
fall off the wagon we do not lose the whole thing. 
 

 
 

The Last Supper 
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Questions for discussion (Session 9) 
 
Should we try to teach people our private language 
first, or should we first translate our beliefs, as best we 
can, into ordinary secular language? 
 
Is there anything you would want to say about your 
faith that really cannot be expressed in ordinary 
language? 
 
If you had the chance to contribute a new book to the 
Bible, what would it be about? 
 

 

 
The Holy Savvatij of Tver 

16th Century 


